Customized employment opportunities are successful ways to employ individuals with disabilities because there is a specific match between the needs of an employer and the strengths and preferences of an individual with a disability. OBJECTIVE: This article describes one non-profit's success in meeting the goals of Employment First initiatives for individuals with significant disabilities through entrepreneurship as a means of customized employment. CONCLUSION: Successful opportunities and innovations include the "right kind" of social enterprise, entrepreneurship through self-employment and micro-enterprises, and other entrepreneurial models. Strategies for resolving the real and perceived conflicts between entrepreneurial and non-profit business models, as well as lessons learned during our own transformation, are discussed for other organizations wishing to reorganize their missions and operations from traditional (pre)vocational providers to ones that truly support integrated, competitive employment for all.
Introduction
Some 50 years ago, "entrepreneurship" was almost a dreaded word among many human services personnel. There seemed to be a divide between those who cared more about comfortable lifestyles/making money and those who cared more about the environment, personal decision-making, and the plight of those we considered less fortunate than ourselves (Hoyt, 2014) . Unfortunately, some of the systemic actions taken to address environmental issues (Konisky, 2015) , personal decision-making (Twenge, 2014) , and the plight of those we considered less fortunate than ourselves led to the institu- * Address for correspondence: Linda H. Rammler, University of Connecticut Center for Excellence in Developmental Disabilities, 263 Farmington Ave., MC6222, Farmington, CT 06030, USA. Tel.: +1 860 679 1585; Fax: +1 860 679 1571; E-mail: lrammler@uchc.edu. tionalized poverty of too many (Rector & Lauber, 1995; Shipler, 2008) , including those with disabilities (Hughes, 2013) .
The effort to "employ" marginalized people with disabilities were non-profit business models built upon how best "to take care of" them by providing a continuum of services (including day habilitation programs, sheltered workshops, and social clubs) under the mistaken belief that people could graduate from a more restrictive level to a less restrictive one and, maybe by the time they were in their 60 s, achieve unsupported but integrated competitive employment. In doing so, social policy resulted in a financially unsustainable infrastructure of human services which continues the cycle of care taking, poverty, and exclusion (Alan Bergman, personal communication, November 14, 2016; Eggers & Macmillan, 2013) .
As our national and local economies, as well as values-based developments in human services, demanded a look toward more equitable economic participation for all in the decades since, we found how difficult it can be, in our turbulent economic environment, for many marginalized people to get jobs of any kind -never mind ones that were satisfying to them and lead toward economic self-sufficiency (Agranoff, 2013; Block, Kasnitz, Nishida, & Pollard, 2015; Butterworth, Migliore, Sulewski, & Zalewska, 2014; Iceland, 2013) .
The Association of People Supporting Employment First (APSE) adopted a strong statement embracing a growing national movement that recognized and responded to the failure of the "continuum of (pre)vocational services leading to employment" system. The statement reads "Employment in the general workforce is the first and preferred outcome in the provision of publicly funded services for all working age citizens with disabilities, regardless of level of disability" (APSE, 2010). Others have followed suit and Employment First initiatives at the local, state, and national levels systematically are working to reform the forced dependency on human services staff, chronic boredom, social isolation, and institutionalized poverty that were the outcomes for too many people with disabilities as a result of these earlier social policies (Billstedt, Gillberg, & Gillberg, 2005) . Economically and in terms of broader social justice concerns, this social policy change makes enormous sense as well (Maier, Meyer, & Steinbereithner, 2016; Millman, 2000) and has recently been codified by the federal Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (United States Department of Labor, 2014).
Entrepreneurship as a means of customized employment
According to the United States Department of Labor (USDoL), "Customized Employment" (CE) is a means toward employment first by providing a flexible process involving a personalized relationship between an employee and employer resulting in a "win-win" for both. Customized employment opportunities by definition are successful because there is a specific match between the employer's needs and the strengths, preferences, interests, talents, and what works/doesn't work for the individual with a disability that the employer can, as part of his/her day-to-day business practices or with minimal reasonable accommodations, provide. The employer is not being charitable; s/he gains an employee who is capable, dependable and will ultimately benefit business productivity and profitability, and the employee gains a paycheck with compensation at or above minimum wage, feels a sense of purpose, and becomes part of a social community with nondisabled coworkers, customers, etc. From a job development perspective, customized employment relies upon relationships with businesses that are cultivated to result in task reassignment, job carves, or job sharing (USDoL, n.d.)
Through customized employment, and despite ongoing challenges, an increasing number of people with disabilities have achieved integrated competitive employment including those with autism and behavioral/mental health challenges (Burgess & Cimera, 2014; Hall, Butterworth, Winsor, Gilmore, & Metzel, 2007; Hendricks, 2010; McDonough & Revell, 2010; Rogers, Lavin, Ran, Gantenbein, & Sharpe, 2008; Wehman et al., 2014; Wehman et al., 2016) . Nonetheless, some people with disabilities still remain un-or underemployed because of the lack of job openings for which they are well-suited. For these individuals, entrepreneurship can offer a viable solution.
Entrepreneurship among people without disabilities has taken many forms (for example, mega-companies, chain stores, "mom and pop" storefronts, self-employment, working as independent contractors, and home-based industries) generally intended to provide services or produce goods in order to contribute to the overall economy as well as economic self-sufficiency on the part of the entrepreneurs (Hamilton, 2012; Griffin, Hammis, Geary, & Sullivan, 2008) . People with disabilities have the same right to self-determine which employment options are most satisfying to them (Doyle, 2012) , including participation in entrepreneurial opportunities.
Entrepreneurship in a non-profit organization (NPO) context seems paradoxical because the fundamental design of NPOs is to emphasize social missions. Profits derived from the sale of goods and services are not distributed to organizational stakeholders but turned back into "the cause." Some question whether it is valuable for NPOs to innovate, take risks, or engage in a process of "creative destruction" as part of the entrepreneurial process (Kaplan & Grossman, 2010) . A strongly held assumption is that, to do so, would dedicate valuable and limited resources to entrepreneurial initiatives, compromising service provision to those "in need." Another concern is about "mission drift" and any focus on sales and profit creation -even in support of "those in need" -is met with disdain by some stakeholders (Greer & Horst, 2014) . However, putting entrepreneurship in the context of customized employment, rather than solely as a challenge for NPOs trying to stay alive in today's economy, leads us to examine two types of entrepreneurship the varied nuances of which, for our purposes, we will simplify into a dichotomy of "Opportunity Driven Entrepreneurship" versus "Necessity Driven Entrepreneurship" (Komisar, 2007; Williams, 2007 Williams, , 2009 ). The former involves recognizing opportunities in the market and assembling resources (assets, knowledge, and relationships) to capitalize on those opportunities -a stretch for some people with disabilities and NPOs. The latter involves pursuing entrepreneurial activities as a means of survival because there are few or no other alternatives. As such, necessity-driven entrepreneurship can apply to both individuals with disabilities as well as NPOs (Bryson, Gibbons, & Shaye, 2001; Sabeti, 2011; Verheul, Thurik, Hessels, & van der Zwan, 2010) .
Necessity-driven entrepreneurship in a variety of capacities furthers Employment First goals. There is a place for a) "the right kind" of social enterprise, b) self-employment through microbusinesses, and c) other entrepreneurial opportunities. We have developed and sustained the first two models, and are exploring the third, focusing specifically on individuals with labels of autism, mental health/behavioral challenges, and significant intellectual and developmental disabilities, some of whom others have said could never work. Through some trial and error, we now know NPOs involved in employment must have a solid understanding of functional business models to meet the varied needs of these individuals -as well as the demands of their varied funding streams -across the varied types of ventures which we will now discuss.
The "right kind" of social enterprise
Social entrepreneurship, resulting in a "social enterprise," represents the evolution of the private sector with the social and public sector. While the notion of social entrepreneurship is often romanticized ("do good/feel good") in mainstream media (Schectman, 2010) , these hybrid business forms are particularly challenging because social missions and traditional business objectives, i.e. profitability, are associated with divergent goals, values, norms and identities (Aileen Boluk & Mottiar, 2014). Attending to them simultaneously creates tensions, competing demands, and ethical dilemmas (Smith, Gonin, & Besharov, 2013) . To be successful, entrepreneurs must create viable business models based upon market principles (e.g., provision of goods or services that people are willing to pay for, ensure revenues are sufficient to cover business expenses, and plan for future growth while remaining relevant and competitive) in addition to benefitting the social mission. Yet rarely, we have found, is there sufficient time, energy, knowledge, and financial resources dedicated to properly researching and developing a sustainable business plan that will meet both financial and social objectives! As a result, we learned from our own experience in the early years of Roses for Autism, and by observing trailblazers like Ben & Jerry's and Newman's Own, that the market won't pay a premium for goods (i.e. a $50 brownie) just because it benefits a social cause. Unless your social enterprise can break even financially, the any well-intentioned blending of free enterprise with a true social conscience (Tomaino, 2011) was destined for failure.
The "right kind" of social enterprise is one that instead addresses the previous issues in providing integrated, competitive jobs while responding to both market and public policy needs with transformative and financially sustainable innovations. These ventures can be large or small as there is no size qualifier. Social enterprise, as a hybrid business model, can demonstrate Employment First to other businesses, policy-makers, and advocates for economic equity who see employees with and without disabilities prosper in productive work environments. Concerns about hiring people with disabilities are thereby dispelled. In addition, experiential learning is essential for many with disabilities and employment in social enterprises provides in vivo opportunities to acquire technical skills (e.g., in graphic design, emarketing, floral arrangement) as well as professional skills needed to be successful employees. Career interests and abilities can be matched with available jobs in dynamic businesses. For example, those who prefer travel and movement make deliveries whereas those with excellent attention to detail and a preference for sedentary work can process internet orders. The right kind of social enterprise is part of the labor market and, perhaps most importantly, such businesses are integral to the local community. NPO-run social enterprises also allow transition-aged students to discover various occupations and learn what they may wish to pursue as future employment goals. Today, the current "Roses for Autism" (RFA) model of Ability Beyond, Inc., is one successful example.
Lessons learned about the "right kind" of social enterprise
NPOs considering replication of the RFA model can benefit from what we have learned since RFAs inception. First, NPOs need to conduct a SWOT (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats) or similar analyses before making a commitment. It is dangerous to assume there will be a market because there "should be" for charitable purposes. Second, it is important to avoid "sun-setting" or already closed businesses. Instead, NPOs should explore successful franchises or well-established businesses with retiring owners looking for successors. Third, business plans based on vetted revenue models are essential before making an investment.
The leadership of an NPO-run social enterprise must be able to make balanced business decisions that honor the NPO's social mission while generating sufficient revenue to cover costs of operations. We learned not to hire trainees unless there is a legitimate business interest to do so in order to maintain a flow of "first job" opportunities for those who can and must move on to employment elsewhere. Further, time and resources must be devoted to marketing the business because the product/service is exceptional and meets the needs or desires of the customer.
Crises and failures nonetheless present opportunities to reassess, redesign, and move forward with new knowledge and assurances. Given that some estimates of failure rates for business start-ups are as high as 8 out of 10 start-ups within the first 18 months (Haltiwanger, Jarmin, & Miranda, 2012; Wagner, 2013) , we have changed our business model several times in order to avoid becoming one of those statistics.
Entrepreneurship through self-employment and micro-enterprises
Entrepreneurship through self-employment and microenterprises owned by individuals with disabilities is a subset of customized employment that is becoming more common (USDoL, n.d.). While incorporating a similar process of discovery, skill matching, individualization, and assembly of necessary supports, this form of entrepreneurship offers specific advantages by, e.g.:
• providing solutions to many employment barriers (e.g., lack of transportation, workplace discrimination, and the absence of available jobs in which the individual is skilled).
• accommodating needs of individuals with severe mental health/behavioral challenges or health conditions through flexible scheduling and leave for emergency treatment.
• providing a direct route to achieving the individual's self-determined career goals.
• providing a sense of achievement and satisfaction that might not otherwise come from working for or even with others.
• resulting in better economic outcomes for those who are self-employed than for those working for others (Revell, Smith, & Inge, 2009 ).
In 2013, the federal Office of Disability Employment Policy (ODEP) issued a report, SelfEmployment for People with Disabilities, which concluded that self-employment should be among the national disability employment policy priorities. Specific recommendations were made to align policy across systems, promote cross-system collaboration and braiding of resources, and encourage public and private sector investment in businesses owned by people with disabilities (ODEP, 2013) . Although, to date, few of the recommendations have been pursued, we have been honored to assist with the start-up of a handful of successful self-employment microenterprises such as "D.J. Stevie B" and "Vioude's Designs." More of these strengths-and interest-based pursuits are in the works. Such "microenterprises" or "microbusinesses" are defined as small-scale simple businesses, usually owner-operated with less than 10 (if any) employees (Head, 2015) . These entrepreneurial opportunities may not have a powerful impact on the overall economy (Muske, Woods, Swinney, & Khoo, 2007) but are especially viable for individuals with disabilities who are a) not easily matched to customized employment involving working for and with others and/or b) passionate about, and skilled in, providing a particular good or service to the marketplace. Start-up costs are low and not contingent on borrowing money. In addition, those relying on established business models like a DJ service, jewelry design/consignment, and basic food sales require simple business plans easily based on well-established templates readily available, e.g., online. There is low overhead and thus less financial risk to the individual.
Lessons learned about microbusinesses
Entrepreneurs with disabilities generally benefit from a basic knowledge of business practices if their self-employment is to be as independent as possible. In response to this need, we now offer a communitybased six-week summer course called Explorations in Entrepreneurship as well as provide individualized adult education about entrepreneurship. We learned from the lack of success of one entrepreneurial enthusiast how important it is for start-ups to embrace "the Hedgehog concept" (Collins, 2001) , i.e., focusing on one product or service that is most important to the individual.
As with many employment situations for individuals with disabilities, the owner/operator of a microenterprise still may need ongoing support from volunteers (e.g., members of the local Small Business Association, SCORE [formerly the Service Corps of Retired Executives, currently SCORE, Counselors to America's Small Business], other Chamber of Commerce mentors) or family members. NPO staff, in addition to providing some on-going support, can be essential to establishing these other relationships and fading out. We learned that successful microenterprises benefit greatly from having a "micro-board of directors" for long-term support.
"Word-of-mouth" marketing only gets microentrepreneurs so far. Entrepreneurs rely upon their networks and the networks of their supporters to generate initial sales and support. Entrepreneurs with disabilities also may need assistance in developing a broader promotion strategy which may include the cost of "freebies" as requested, and to plan for a portion of business revenues to cover advertising and promotion expenses. The lack of immediate financial gratification and recognition as an entrepreneur can be difficult for some individuals to manage emotionally, particularly when they have a history of chronic unemployment or employment failure. Emotional support, then, is as critical as support for business operations.
Other entrepreneurial models
Larger enterprises involve investors of time, expertise, and cash which can pose grave challenges for individuals who may not have or are dependent on others for their community connections or who do not have credit ratings or collateral. When investors are found, there is an expectation of growth that may be challenging to support without "the right kind" of board of directors (Alsever, 2015) . As such, family supported small businesses may offer a better option -one we are currently pursuing with a purveyor of home-made lemonade. Like the situation of Joe Steffy, sole proprietor of "Poppin' Joe's ™ Gourmet Kettle Korn" launched just over 10 years ago at this writing, we are building the collaborative capacity of J's family and other community members to establish his family-supported small business. Mr. Steffy's family wished ". . . to provide Joe, a young adult with (Down Syndrome and Autism), the opportunity to operate and manage his own business. By doing so, Joe has developed an excellent work ethic and realizes the value of good, hard work." More importantly, Mr. Steffy provides a valued product to an ever-increasing geographical area and, with support for managing the business affairs of his company, has become economically self-sufficient (Source: http://poppinjoes.com/; personal communication, Ray Steffy, October 5, 2014). J and his family, with initial support from our NPO, are seeking the same.
We are exploring many more options, too. For families able to support their family member with disabilities in becoming owner/entrepreneurs, other considerations include buying into franchises or arranging for the individual to legally co-own a partnership or Limited Liability Corporation with a trusted individual. Inclusive collectives, particularly for artists, support another form of self-employment (The Autism Acceptance Project, 2013). When access to funding is needed, many entrepreneurs such as our friend, Nick Glomb, proprietor of Family & Friends Roadside Cart, use GoFundMe.com (https://www.gofundme.com/ 25qgep7h) or other crowd-source platforms to generate their start-up cash. Disability.gov is a federal website with a variety of resources and advice articles specifically for entrepreneurs with disabilities. For learning nuts and bolts of business operationsincluding where one may need ongoing mentoring or more intensive support -there also are American Job Centers.
Conclusion
In conclusion, we are finding that entrepreneurship is a viable means to Employment First for allwhether through the "right kind" of social enterprise, a microbusiness, or family supported endeavor that involves community integration and, with the same perseverance other entrepreneurs have, a high potential for not just a competitive wage but one that can actually result in self-sufficiency. In other words, it CAN Work!
